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Shelly Hanson 
Theatre Arts 
"A New Way to Learn: Exploring Museum Theatre" 
The use of theatre for education has become a growing tradition in the historical 
communities (re-enactment), schools (storytelling), and children's museums (guided tours). The 
technological boom has allowed a continuous merging of entertainment, creative exploration, 
and education. At Eastern Illinois University, the Women's Studies department sponsors Living 
History outreach program in which students use 'first person interpretation', where an interpreter 
assumes a particular role, often (but not always) in appropriate costume and either form the 
premise that she/ he has moved forward through time to the present, or that his I her audience has 
moved backwards through time to his I her past. 
Yet the latest and potentially most engaging use of performance is the realm of 'museum 
theatre', which is a specific kind of interpretation that employs fictional activity to communicate 
ideas, facts and concepts. A museum-theatre performer assumes the role of a character (as a solo 
gallery character, an interpreter or as part of a play or scenario) in order to entertain and educate 
visitors. They take on the role of a particular character in a particular circumstance in order to 
help visitors appreciate and understand the story in hand and, through that, some aspect of the 
host museum or site. The unique engagement of people through performance is instrumental in 
transforming points of view, helping us be less fearful in our encounters with new ideas, and 
using human emotions as a force to understand and improve the world. Museum theatre is 
educational for both children and adults, helping audiences to more comfortably face ideas 
different from their own. It is also designed to merge with the museum's mission and values, 
providing high artistic quality and an interactive environment (how it shapes visitors' cognitive 
and experiential understandings of identity and history through the curatorial structuring of their 
encounter with and movement through the space itself). 
By looking at"Folk Tales for Fun", in which a children's theatre tour uses a narrator and 
role playing to teach children multicultural folktales, , I am able to identify specific opportunities 
of museum theatre available, and record the audiences' reaction and retention of the information 
and ideas presented to them. 
Using the script and performance of EIU' s Children's Theatre Tour, I can identify the 
most common use of theatre in educational settings, one that can be easily incorporated into a 
museum structure. I will expand on the performance by supplying schools with supplementary 
coloring pages of the stories presented in "Folk Tales for Fun". To validate my hypothesis that 
museum theatre helps retain information, I will gather data from student audiences about what 
information they remembered about the culture or folktale in "Folk Tales for Fun". My findings 
will seek out how theatre becomes a unique form of education and the viewing responses from 
the target audience. 
Case Study: Children's Theatre Tour 
Traditional theatre has often been viewed as a place to ponder intellectual arguments and 
admire the literature of master playwrights. The casual and simplistic subgeme, Children's 
Theatre lends itself to an educational atmosphere where creativity and young minds meet. Early 
Children's Theatre typically adapted well known stories like "Little Red Riding Hood" and 
"Chicken Little", and continued into creating stage versions of cartoons and pop culture. The 
creation of historical and cultural plays, is of particular interest since it pushes past creating 
'only' entertainment for children by making education entertaining. 
Eastern Illinois University's Children's Theatre Tour course offers undergraduate 
students to participate in the producing and performing a play specifically geared toward young 
audiences. For the Spring 2011 tour, the students decided upon "Folk Tales for Fun" by Carlos 
Perez, a comedic and educational play which enacts universal folk tales. Characters are built 
around the folktales to incorporate geography, foreign language, and cultural history. The 
playwright, Perez, seeks to bridge the gap between cultures by having audiences experiencing 
these six stories from countries including Germany, Egypt, Turkey, Liberia and Mexico. The 
actors become tour guides of the children's imaginations, pointing out captivating facts along the 
way. 
The play' s unique format becomes an excellent launching pad into understanding the 
potential of Museum Theatre. If characters can be created within a play that get children to learn 
the history and culture behind a story, the concept can be adapted in to creating similar 
characters that reveal the importance of museum exhibits. In analyzing the specific dimensions 
of performer and audience interactions, a strong case can be made for using performance as a 
method of education in museums and cultural centers. 
map and pronounces the 
foreian words for the 
The script offers a variety of characters that add unique 
aspects to the show. The Navigator shows the geographical 
origin of the folktales on the large painted map. Before the 
1 introduction to each folktale the Navigator points to the map 
and cries "Journey, journey, journey ho. Find us all a place to 
go!" The easy rhyming of line makes it an easy rhythm for the 
children to pick up on, allowing them to shout it out as they 
anticipate the next folktale discovery. By the presence "us" in the line, it makes the audience 
inclusive in the story's progression. They travel with the characters as active participants versus 
watching the characters' advancement in the play. 
Next the audience is introduced to 'I Don't Know', a 
character that is the information source for any questions that 
arise during the progression of the play. His or her lines is 
precisely worded to provide a clear definition and factual 
understanding to the folk tales, such as the origin of the tale 
"The Snake" dating back to the Aztecs or a historical 
Character -who 
informs cast and 
audience of historical 
and cultural facts. 
comparison of Cinderella and Rhodopis. 'I Don't Know' exists to answer the questions that 
naturally form when introduced to new material. The other characters stand in for the children by 
asking the questions as they arise, satisfying curiosity while maintaining the energetic creative 
environment. 
As the characters of each tale are introduced, the audience also meets the Decipher, who 
translates some of the words in the play into the language from which the tale originated. When 
the Teller introduces the farmer in "The Bremen Town Musicians" the 
Decipher echoes with the German word for farmer: Bauer. While the 
children are not expected to remember the foreign words, the characters 
presence is a positive enforcement of global thinking. The folktales 
presented are borrowed from rich cultural traditions and the inclusion of 
their language encourages viewers to take interest in the global 
prosperity of sharing cultures. 
The remaining actors perform as Tellers who discuss the stories and act out the particular 
characters involved. The Tellers distinguish characters from each other by simple use of costume 
and props. They use common 
social identifiers, dog wears a hat 
with floppy ears or a king puts on 
a silky robe, which creates a fast 
transition between stories and 
instant identification of 
characters. One particular 
Example of Costumes 
and Use of Props to 
Bring Characters to 
Life 
character was acted out with the aid of a stuffed snake, used like a puppet, creating more 
freedom of movement for the story line. 
Surveys given out to the audience to children in the general range of kindergarten and 
fourth grade revealed interesting aspects to what they remembered from the performances. The 
questions were given in an open format to avoid narrowing answers to what adults would 
logically assume. The respondents were able to give unique reflections of the performance, 
which provides valuable insight into what catches their attention. 
• Bremen Town Musicians 
• Snake and the Farmer 




:mage 1: Survey of Favorite Story 
In the adjacent 
diagram, it is clear 
that the stories 
"Bremen Town 
Musicians" and the 
"Snake and the 
Farmer" were 
favorites among the young audiences. Perhaps it is the element of group participation in both, 
that makes the story memorable. In "Bremen Town Musicians" the audience is divided up into 
sections of "helpers" who make a particular noise for the animal they are assigned to: dogs bark, 
cats meow, roosters crow, and donkey hee-haw. The children become part of the group dynamic 
that is being illustrated in the story of older animals finding comfort in team work. It also allows 
them to step outside of their role as viewers and become performers with the actors onstage, 
giving them freedom to explore animal behavior. In "The Snake" story, the fox character tricks 
the snake into getting stuck in the tree and the farmer asks the audience if he should let the snake 
out or leave him stuck. The script provides the actor with lines for either choice, and determines 
the answer based on the loudest responses of either "yes" or "no" to letting him go. The audience 
feels in control when they get the chance to determine the outcome of the story, again, allowing 
them to be part of the creative process. 
Another reason for the "The Snake" folktale's popularity may stem from its unique use of 
puppetry with a stuffed animal snake. The actor playing the snake wrapped it around its neck and 
arm, and manipulated the head of it with his hand like a puppet. This creative use of a stuffed 
animal resembles the inventive behavior of children as they play with their own toys. A viewer 
actually forgets about the actor holding the snake, as its personality is perfectly embodied by the 
motions and voice of the actor. Performances like "The Snake" that reach beyond the bounds of 
normal behavior are an attention grabbing and memorable experience. 
Audience members were also asked to vote on their favorite aspect of the performance, 
looking beyond the stories and to other factors that made it enjoyable. Children had a variety of 
answers: songs, props, comedy, learning foreign words, learning about other countries' stories. 








Costumes offer the 
unique transformation of 
person to character. 
• Series1 
Something as simple as 
bunny ears transform the 
actor into the animal the 
Image 2: Favorite part of show. children imagine being 
onstage. While a script can be performed without costume, set, or props, the removal of 
costumes would take away the easily identifiable social symbols for the character. Recognition 
of the symbols selected to identify a type of person or animal by its costume can lead to the 
recognition of symbols in other forms of art. The costumes also created a fun and silly 
environment. Audience members commented on the dog being funny because his ears flopped or 
the cuteness of the animals. Creating characters that children want to interact with and continue 
to watch is essential in developing a learning environment. The combination of a light-hearted 
script and costumes the kids themselves would love to wear, creates a positive relationship 
between performer and audience. 
Do Not Lie/ Do Not Trick Others/ Always Tell Truth 
De Careful \Nho You Trust/ Too Good To De True, It Prob. Is 
Listen To Your Parents/Ciders 
Do Good Thing5 For Oth ers and Don't Expect Anything in Return 
Treat Others the Way You Want to be Treated 
If You are a Good Person, Good Things Will I lappen To You 
Flattery and Lies Can Ma e One Do Foolish Thing; -
If You Try Hard, You Can Do It 
Age Doesn't Matte r 
Image 3: Lesson Learned I 
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The final question in the survey tested the audiences' retention of the folktales' lessons. 
The schools were given coloring pages depicting the folktales with captions of each lesson, as a 
small reminder of what was discovered at the end of each story. The expectation was that 
answers to the survey question on what lesson the child learned would be selected from an option 
on the coloring pages. Yet the largest amount of answers came from the children's perception of 
the stories, seen in Image 3, as "don't tell lies", "be careful who you trust" and "flattery and lies 
can make one do foolish things". 
"Lying" or "tricking" is a reference to several of the 'trickster' stories in the play. A 
'trickster' is animal who plays tricks on others or otherwise disobeys normal rules and 
conventional behavior. The reasons behind the children's attachment to the lessons learned in 
"How the Bear got a Stumpy Tail" and "How the Tortoise Tricked the Leopard" are thought­
provoking. One explanation may be the audiences ability to relate to the stories. A child may 
have been in a similar situation to the characters, trusting the other individual and discovering the 
truth after making foolish actions. Embarrassment is an emotion not easily forgotten, and so the 
children can identify with the animal being tricked and realize that making another feel 
embarrassed and hurt is wrong. The audience wants to be able to identify with the characters 
onstage, and having shared or similar experiences with characters creates a more open mind to 
the lessons being taught. 
This theory can also be applied to large amount of votes of "listen to your parents" in the 
lesson learned survey. Seeing "The Three Hares" and the consequences faced by not listening to 
their parents brings up a moment when an audience member did not listen to their elders and 
ended up with regret. It also explains why "Rhodopis and the Golden Sandal" was a least liked 
play. Her story of seeking out a husband cannot cause emotional recall in the young children, 
thereby limiting the amount of emotional connection to the lesson taught by her folktale. 
The traits in "Folk Tales for Fun" that made it memorable for the young audiences can be 
applied to Museum Theatre. The characters working within an exhibit must be relatable, giving 
children a desire to interact with them. By creating a character that becomes familiar for the 
child, the information found in the exhibit becomes a part of the character. For example, a small 
skit about the family life of an Egyptian boy is performed outside of an exhibit. No longer are the 
bowls just bowls, but what a small boy used for breakfast 4,000 years ago. The use of comedy 
and casual atmosphere can go a long way in gaining the attention of audience members and make 
factual information an easier pill to swallow. Costumes are clearly a vital aspect to performance 
in the minds of children, and so proper identifiers of characters must be created to install a 
successful production. The creative use of the snake stuffed animal is a reminder that 
imagination can go a long way with a few visual clues. Puppetry, musical recordings, and video 
clips are all possible branches of performance that museums can explore as a way to enhance 
their level of visitor interaction with the exhibits. Children seek to be included in the 
performance and desire to have an impact on creative decisions, so a performance that contains 
no audience/performer interaction would not be ideal for young audiences. 
The data collected from the audiences of "Folk Tales for Fun" provided insight into how 
children learn and interact through theatre. By further studying and utilizing the potential for 
theatre as an educational tool, educators have the possibility to reach students in a new 
environment as well as inspire creativity. Just as EIU's Children's Theatre Tour provided a trip 
around world with folktales, Museum Theatre can take children on thrilling new adventures. 
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